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Introduction
　The objective of this study is to review literature on 
the use of music as a treatment tool in occupational 
therapy in a systematic manner. There have been 
some trials focusing on the therapeutic aspect of 
music as one of the treatment media of occupational 
therapy. However, so far, no articles have reviewed the 
relationship between occupational therapy and music 
as a therapeutic medium. Therefore, this will be the fi rst 
original research on this topic. The review provides the 
actual number of relevant studies and also enables us to 
understand and overview the concrete method of each 
study comprehensively.
　The use of music therapy originates from the ancient 
era. A well-known historical reference to musical healing 
was made in the Old Testament. It refers to David, the 
Israelite, who provided solace for King Saul in his time 
of depression by playing the lyre in an attentive and 
empathic manner. The healing element of music has 
been recognized by various human societies throughout 
the ages. For example, according to Shamanism, music 
allows some sick people to reach a state of trance and 
catharsis. Thus, the use of music as a healing medium 
has been demonstrated in human ritual, religion, 
customs and several other aspects of life.
　Occupational therapy is a client-centred health 
profession concerned with promoting health and well-
being through occupational practice. The definition of 
“occupation” with regard to this type of therapy refers to 
the everyday activities that people do as individuals. The 
“occupations” include things people need, want and are 
expected to do  (The World Federation of Occupational 
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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to systematically review literature regarding the use of music/sound as a treatment tool in 
occupational therapy and provide a comprehensive overview of this research area, by describing the concrete methods of 
relevant research.
Methods
This review focused on internationally peer-reviewed English studies published between December 1942 and September 
2015. A systematic search was conducted in accordance with PRISMA, Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses. The searched databases were MEDLINE, Qualitative Health Research, Web of SCIENCE, PsycINFO, The 
American Journal of Occupational Therapy and Journal of Music Therapy. 
Results
Of the 144 articles identifi ed through database searches, a total of 22 met the eligibility and inclusion criteria with full-
context searches.  
Conclusions
The current systematic review provided the number of research papers which mentioned the use of music/sound as a 
treatment tool in occupational therapy, as well as the essential summary through literature review. The study concluded 
by classifying three types of investigations:
1) Studies in which music/sound is used as an enhancer of occupational performance
2) Studies in which music/sound is used as a therapeutic tool in itself.
3) Studies exploring the potential therapeutic use of music/sound.
　The result will be the basis of meta-analyses and implied recommendations for future research
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Therapists 2012). The earliest evidence of using 
“occupations” as a method of therapy can be found in 
ancient times. Greek physician, Asclepiades, initiated 
humane treatment of patients with mental illness using 
therapeutic baths, massage, exercise and music. Later, 
the Roman, Celsus, prescribed music, as well as travel, 
conversation and exercise for his patients (Quiroga 
1995). Thus, some of these historical records illustrate 
that music has been considered an occupation since 
ancient times, yet the quantity and the actual practices 
were not clear in terms of research. It would be useful to 
make a review of this theme from the following points 
of view. 
1) Investigate the extent of therapeutic use of music, not 
only in ancient rituals but also in systematically founded 
modern occupational therapy.
2) Survey the actual ways of making use of music as 
one of the therapeutic media of occupational therapy 
practice.
Multiple relevant studies usually guide most clinical 
decisions. These studies often vary in their design; 
methodologic quality; population studied; and the 
intervention, test, or condition considered. Clinical 
decision-making requires ongoing reconciliation of 
studies that provide different answers to the same 
question  (Garg et al. 2008).
　Both clinicians and researchers can also benefi t from 
a summary of where uncertainty remains. Because it is 
often impractical for readers to track down and review 
all of the primary studies (Garg et al. 1995-2006), 
review articles are an important source of summarized 
evidence on a particular topic (Haynes 2006). There are 
3 types of reviews, Narrative review, Systematic review 
and Meta-analysis. Table 1 shows each characteristic. 
Review articles have traditionally taken the form of a 
narrative review, whereby a content expert writes about 
a particular field, condition, or treatment (Barrett & 
Parfrey 2006, Halloran 2004, Schrier & Wang 2004). It 
also tends to be absent of a quantitative summary of the 
literature in a narrative review. Systematic review is the 
objective review with reproducibility of searching. 
　A systematic review uses a process to identify 
comprehensively all studies for a specific focused 
question (drawn from research and other sources), 
appraise the methods of the studies, summarize the 
results, present key findings, identify reasons for 
different results across studies, and cite limitations 
of current knowledge (Cook et al. 1997, Oxman et al. 
1994). Systematic reviews have become increasingly 
important in health care. Clinicians read them to keep 
up to date with their field (Swingler et al. 2003), and 
they are often used as a starting point for developing 
clinical practice guidelines (Moher, et al. 2009). 
　This research aims to identify the number of studies 
which make use of music or sound in occupational 
therapy and examines their approaches by carrying 
out a systematic review. No similar systematic 
review has previously been published. Systematically 
reviewing this topic at this time will provide us with the 
opportunity of understanding how the issue of music 
has been considered in occupational therapy. It will also 
contribute to the expansion of ideas about the possibility 
of applying music to future occupational therapy.
Material and Method
Types of review
Table 1.   Types of review and the diff erences
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Search Strategy
The appropriate literatures are systematically gathered. 





The American Journal of Occupational Therapy and
Journal of Music Therapy.
The data collection was from December of 1942 to 
September of 2015.
The search terms entered into the used databases were 
as follows:
“occupation* therapy” AND music
“occupation* therapy” AND sound.
The reference lists of the relevant articles were scanned 
for additional studies.
The inclusion and exclusion criteria for citing 
studies
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were established prior 
to the literature search.
Ⅰ . Identifi cation phase
Terms were entered for searching in the titles and 
abstracts of articles and were limited to internationally 
peer-reviewed and human. It had originally no language 
restrictions. The search was last conducted on 1st of 
September, 2015. Duplicates were removed. Additional 
records identifi ed through other sources such as “Music 
Therapy Perspective (ISSN 0734-6875)”, the name of 
practice oriented journals edited by American Music 
Therapy Association, were contained in this phase.  
Ⅱ . Screening phase
English language restriction was applied during this 
stage. The academic reasons of the limitation were as 
follows:
1) International peer-review
2) Avoidance of language bias and sharing of common 
understanding
3) Equal accessibility to the electric databases
4) English abstract availability to judge eligibility of the 
contents
Ⅲ．Eligibility phase
Papers without abstracts were removed due to the 
impossibility of being able to judge whether or not an 
article fulfilled the requirements of inclusion criteria 
only by the titles. One of the search terms, “sound” in 
this study has two meanings; the adjective (fi rm) and the 
noun (tone). Despite the database suggestions, it was 
necessary to properly read the context of each abstract.
Ⅳ．Included phase
Each record was manually full context searched and 
included meeting eligibility and included in synthesis. 
As far as The American Journal of Occupational Therapy 
is concerned, a search system is different than other 
databases.
According to Caroline Polk, Digital Manager and the 
American Journal of Occupational Therapy managing 
editor, the search engine searches the full text of each 
article back to 2010. Articles before 2010 are PDF only, 
and are not searchable. Therefore, a manual search was 
conducted according to this indication.
Results
PRISMA Flow Diagram with details of the process 
followed in selecting the articles that were reviewed, 
and the number of articles included-and excluded from 
this review is provided in Figure 1. 
There were a total of 144 search records including 
duplicates. There were 101 articles after removing 
duplicates for the first round of screening. 5 articles 
were added as the result of checking the reference lists 
from the relevant articles for potential publications that 
might be suitable for inclusion. 9 non-English articles 
were excluded out of 106 articles, then 97 records were 
remained for this Eligibility stage. Subsequently 75 
articles were excluded that did not meet the inclusion 
criteria and did not have its abstract. A total of 22 met 
the eligibility and the inclusion criteria with fully context 
searches. 
Detailed Discussion of Literature
　Some papers which were removed by exclusion 
criteria (due to no avai lable abstract)  imply a 
relationship between music and occupational therapy 
from 1947 to 1964. It has thus been established that 
music was used in occupational therapy from around 
1947 (Light 1947,  Reese 1952). 
　MacRae (1992) pointed out that the specific effects 
of using music as a therapeutic tool have not been 
documented nevertheless the therapists seem to 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of systematic search
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recognize it and have a history of using music in 
their treatment. The author suggested that it would 
be advantageous to engage in research regarding the 
application of music to occupational therapy.
　Lee and Nantais (1996) tried to use an electronic 
music for the patients with spinal cord injury in an 
occupational therapy program. The paper described 
that the music program was intended to motivate client 
participation in physical rehabilitation while promoting 
self-esteem, emotional expression and peer support.
　Zelazny (2001) examined the effects of keyboard 
playing on the management of hand osteoarthritis in 
older adults. The evaluation included pre and poststudy 
occupational therapy measures of finger pinch meter, 
and range of motion. A MIDI sequencing computer 
program, Master Tracks Pro, measured fi nger velocity, 
before and after each session. The results indicated that 
fi nger pinch meter and range of motion were positively 
increased by keyboard playing.
　Craig (2008) presented a myriad of possibilities for 
practitioners considering using music. Applications 
are organized around enhancement of occupational 
performance, utilizing three distinct methods: (1) 
Music-assisted occupation, (2) Music as occupation, 
and (3) Music in preparation for occupation. In this 
study, the potential effects of music in the areas of 
pain/discomfort, movement, emotion, cognition, self-
expression/communication, relationships/groups, 
culture/society and community, and personal meaning/
motivation, are discussed in terms of enhancing 
occupation.
　Gooding (2011) applied music therapy to social skills 
training. 
　Cox et al (2011) pointed out that agitation due 
to Alzheimer's disease presented a challenge to 
occupational therapists working with the elderly. The 
authors investigated whether music could reduce 
agitation in Alzheimer’s disease sufferers. Although 
the number of participants was rather small to enable 
generalization, the results showed signifi cant reductions 
in the following behaviour; pacing/aimless wandering (p 
= 0.023), performing repetitious mannerisms (p = 0.036) 
and general restlessness (p =0.007). It was concluded 
that music was an eff ective strategy for reducing short-
term agitated behaviour among Alzheimer's disease 
suff erers.
　Hayoung et al (2011) investigated the effects of 
a Neurologic Music Therapy (NMT) sensory-motor 
rehabilitation technique, Therapeutic Instrumental 
Music Performance (TIMP) as compared to Traditional 
Occupational Therapy, on endurance, self-perceived 
fatigue, and self-perceived exertion. The participants 
were diagnosed with a neurologic disorder or had 
recently undergone orthopedic surgery. The authors 
concluded through statistical analyses that TIMP can 
be used as an effective sensory-motor rehabilitation 
technique in order to decrease perceived exertion and 
fatigue level, though no signifi cant diff erence was shown 
on endurance.
　Bryan et al (2013) investigated how clinically 
practicing occupational therapists are using Sound-
based interventions as an intervention in paediatric 
practice. Sound-based interventions originated from 
the work of French otolaryngologist, Dr Alfred Tomatis. 
The theory that Dr Tomatis postulated was that by 
listening to certain frequencies of sound, the brain can 
retrain itself by creating new neural pathways, which 
can compensate for dysfunctional brain structures or 
pathways. Namely, one’s “listening function” affects 
voice, language, motivation, coordination and learning 
abilities. The ideas led to the development of several 
Sound-based interventions, including the Tomatis 
Method (TM), auditory integration training (AIT), 
Therapeutic Listening (TL), Integrated Listening Systems 
(iLs) and The Listening Program (TLP). Bryan et al 
reviewed paediatric occupational therapists’ using these 
varieties of Sound-based interventions. 
　Shin et al (2014) examined the influence of music 
on work attention in persons with schizophrenia. The 
result of the examination statistically suggested that 
background music improved attention performance of 
patients with chronic schizophrenia.
　There are also some interdisciplinary studies. Gervin 
(1991) tried the interdisciplinary treatment approach. 
The goal of the program was to increase independence 
through improvements in the stated areas, which would 
be measured by decreased dressing completion times 
and caregiver involvement. Music intervention freed the 
occupational therapist to provide any required physical 
assistance. This compensatory technique was employed 
until cognitive ability, such as memory and recollection 
of the sequential steps for dressing improved. Hagen 
et al (2003) used three groups to see the physical, 
cognitive, behavioural status and life satisfaction 
of long-term care residents. The three groups were 
a control group (no intervention), an occupational 
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therapy group (comparison group) and a music exercise 
group (intervention group). Through their clinical 
examinations, Okuda et al (2012) suggested that 
multidisciplinary rehabilitation for Parkinson's disease 
patients could improve their ADL, gait and spontaneity. 
The authors included rhythmic auditory stimulation 
and active music therapy based on music improvised by 
the therapist and each patient, as well as occupational 
therapy and physiotherapy.
Conclusion 
　The results of the current review indicate that the 
use of music/sound as a treatment tool in occupational 
therapy started around the 1940s. Most of the articles 
regarding this theme were trial examinations or clinical 
case studies. There were a few articles written from a 
philosophical point of view. 
Carrying out this review enabled these studies to be 
classifi ed into the following three types:
1) Studies in which music/sound in occupational therapy 
is considered to be an enhancer of occupational 
performance.
2) Studies in which music/sound in occupational therapy 
is considered to be a therapeutic tool in itself; and 
one of the stock “occupations”.
3) Studies which explore whether music should be used 
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